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Companion Planting: So Happy Together!
by Kelle Carter

Each season on our Research Farm we grow every
herb, flower, and vegetable offered in our catalog;
in addition, we perform field trials of potential new
introductions or quality checks. This adds up to a
total of nearly 1,200 different varieties, a
smorgasbord of biodiversity! Of course many of
you do not have the space or the time to grow at
this level of multiplicity (even though that pile of
catalogs with dog-eared pages seems to suggest
otherwise). No matter how much space you have,
be it a deck with containers or a small garden plot,
there is nothing more important in organic
gardening than diversity.

Many people think of organic gardening as growing
without the use of pesticides or herbicides. This is
obviously a fundamental part of organics,
however, what many do not understand is that it is
more than simply a switch from conventional
chemicals to OMRI approved materials. Organic
gardening is composed of numerous aspects that
make up a whole interconnected system. This
system relies upon insects, birds, shade, sun, and
all other aspects of a living and working
community. By growing numerous types of crops

you create habitats for beneficial insects or animals, deter problem pests, and enrich your
soil to create a living ecosystem of beneficial bacteria and helpful fungi.

Companion planting is not a new idea to the gardening world. There is evidence of farmers
using these same techniques dating back to ancient Roman times. Many people are familiar
with the idea of planting the "Three Sisters," a Native American technique that combines
corn, squash, and beans. These are time-tested planting methods that some dismiss as old
wives tales. They would rather plant in organized, monoculture plots that tend to have the
same appearance as different color cars parked in a mall parking lot.

By planting only one crop or separating crop by
type, you are actually creating a situation that
requires a dependence on pesticides or herbicides,
organic or not. If you examine a wooded forest lot
or a marsh that has not been infringed upon by
humans, you will see an interrelated system that
works in natural harmony within itself. There are
bugs that feed the birds, small mammals that
maintain a manageable level of ground growth, and
larger mammals that manage the level of smaller
ones; the system requires no external inputs. This
is the type of environment that can be created in
one's garden space, making it harmonious for the
birds and the bees, while providing a peaceful
retreat for family and friends to enjoy.

A companion planting plan integrates Mother
Nature's traits as well as your choice of crops.
Some underlying techniques in companion planting
include:

Mix up monocrops. If you want to grow a lot of
one crop (tomatoes seem to be the choice in many gardens), plant several small
plots in various areas of your garden and mix the crop with one other vegetable or
flower.
Interplant herbs and flowers. By planting flowers and herbs among your
vegetables, you can attract beneficial insects and birds, which are natural predators
to those pests that eat your brassica leaves. Flowers and herbs can also confuse
pests and deter them from finding your prize crop.
Provide refuge for beneficials. Create habitats in your garden for creatures that
prey on those pesky ones. Such beneficials include toads, lizards, snakes, birds and
various insects. These organisms need food, water, shelter and breeding grounds in
order to find a happy home in your garden. Groundcovers, hedgerows, rock piles,
and perennial plants provide needed shelter. Birdbaths and bird feeders also
encourage necessary critters.
Use organic pesticides as the last resort. Many of the OMRI approved chemicals
may be safer; however, they still have some toxic residues that can harm the
natural balance in your garden. They work very well at killing the pests, but they can
also harm helpful insects like butterflies and bees.
Know your weeds. Identify the weeds and wildflowers that pop up in your garden
space and learn which ones attract native beneficial organisms. It is okay to leave a
few of them growing in your garden (as long as you do not let them go to seed).

Although there is limited scientific "research" regarding companion planting, there is evidence
from gardening experiments and scientific studies that shows potential benefits from this
technique. These benefits include:

Hiding or masking a crop from pests,
Producing odors that deter or confuse pests,
Providing trap crops which draw pest insects away from other plants,
Acting as nurse plants that provide breeding grounds for beneficial insects,
Providing food to sustain beneficial insects as they search out their prey,
Creating a habitat for favorable creatures.

There are hundreds of ideas and companion
planting schemes to be tried and tested in your
garden. Refer to the chart provided by The
Encyclopedia of Organic Gardening for an
abundance of ideas to try. Below are some
companion crops that can help you strive for
organic greatness:

Marigolds: These reseeding annual flowers have a
distinctive smell that is even apparent to our
noses. This stench can deter pests because they
typically find it unappealing. Plant them very thickly
throughout vegetable plots. Our French Brocade Marigold has the added benefit of
nematode suppression because its roots emit a substance that repels nematodes in the
immediate area.

Mints: The odoriferous members of this family, especially catnip, help to repel aphids and
cabbage pests. Be advised that certain mints can grow out of control and take over a
garden space. To make sure you do not start a new problem by fixing an old one, you can
grow mints in containers and place around your garden. Another trick is to remove both
ends of a coffee can and plant the mint into the can to restrain the roots and force them to
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grow down rather than out.

Rue: This plant deters Japanese beetles. Grow as a garden border or scatter rue leaf
clippings in an infested area. Be careful: Rue causes a poison ivy-like rash for some people,
so wear gloves.

Sweet Basil: This herb is a must for any garden. Grow among vegetables to repel aphids,
mites, and mosquitoes. Basil acts as a fungicide and can slow the growth of milkweed bugs.

Plant Companion(s) and Effects

Asparagus Tomatoes, parsley, basil

Basil Tomatoes (improves growth & flavor); said to dislike rue;
repels flies & mosquitoes

Bean Potatoes, carrots, cucumbers, cauliflower, cabbage, summer
savory, most other veggies & herbs

Bean (bush)

Sunflowers (beans like partial shade, unless you live up
north, sunflowers attract birds & bees for pollination),
cucumbers (combination of heavy and light feeders),
potatoes, corn, celery, summer savory

Bee Balm Tomatoes (improves growth & flavor).

Beet Onions, kohlrabi

Borage Tomatoes (attracts bees, deters tomato worm, improves
growth & flavor), squash, strawberries

Cabbage Family (broccoli,
brussels sprouts, cabbage,
cauliflower, kale, kohlrabi)

Potatoes, celery, dill, chamomile, sage, thyme, mint,
pennyroyal, rosemary, lavender, beets, onions; aromatic
plants deter cabbage worms

Caraway Loosens soil; plant here and there

Carrot Peas, lettuce, chives, onions, leeks, rosemary, sage,
tomatoes

Catnip Plant in borders; protects against flea beetles

Celery Leeks, tomatoes, bush beans, cauliflower, cabbage

Chamomile Cabbage, onions

Chervil Radishes (improves growth & flavor).

Chive Carrots; plant around base of fruit trees to discourage
insects from climbing trunk

Corn Potatoes, peas, beans, cucumbers, pumpkin, squash

Cucumber Beans, corn, peas, radishes, sunflowers

Dead Nettle Potatoes (deters potato bugs)

Dill Cabbage (improves growth & health), carrots

Eggplant Beans

Fennel Most plants are supposed to dislike it.

Flax Carrots, potatoes

Garlic
Roses & raspberries (deters Japanese beetle); with herbs to
enhance their production of essential oils; plant liberally
throughout garden to deter pests

Horseradish Potatoes (deters potato beetle); around plum trees to
discourage curculios

Hyssop Cabbage (deters cabbage moths), grapes; keep away from
radishes

Lamb's Quarters Nutritious edible weeds; allow to grow in modest amounts in
the corn

Leek Onions, celery, carrots

Lemon Balm Here and there in the garden

Marigold
The workhorse of pest deterrents; keeps soil free of
nematodes; discourages many insects; plant freely
throughout the garden.

Marjoram Here and there in the garden

Mint Cabbage family; tomatoes; deters cabbage moth

Nasturtium Tomatoes, radish, cabbage, cucumbers; plant under fruit
trees; deters aphids & pests of curcurbits

Onion Beets, strawberries, tomato, lettuce (protects against slugs),
beans (protects against ants), summer savory

Parsley Tomato, asparagus

Pea Squash (when squash follows peas up trellis), plus grows well
with almost any vegetable; adds nitrogen to the soil

Petunia Protects beans; beneficial throughout garden

Potato Horseradish, beans, corn, cabbage, marigold, limas, eggplant
(as a trap crop for potato beetle)

Pot Marigold Helps tomato, but plant throughout garden as deterrent to
asparagus beetle, tomato worm & many other garden pests

Pumpkin Corn

Radish Peas, nasturtium, lettuce, cucumbers; a general aid in
repelling insects

Rosemary Carrots, beans, cabbage, sage; deters cabbage moth, bean
beetles & carrot fly

Rue Roses & raspberries; deters Japanese beetle; keep away
from basil

Sage Rosemary, carrots, cabbage, peas, beans; deters some
insects

Soybean Grows with anything; helps everything

Spinach Strawberries

Squash Nasturtium, corn

Strawberry Bush beans, spinach, borage, lettuce (as a border)

Summer Savory Beans, onions; deters bean beetles

Sunflower Cucumber

Tansy
Plant under fruit trees; deters pests of roses & raspberries;
deters flying insects, also Japanese beetles, striped cucumber
beetles, squash bugs; deters ants

Tarragon Good throughout garden

Thyme Here and there in garden; deters cabbage worm

Tomato Chives, onion, parsley, asparagus, marigold, nasturtium,
carrot, limas

Valerian Good anywhere in garden

Wormwood As a border, keeps animals from the garden

Yarrow Plant along borders, near paths, near aromatic herbs;
enhances essential oil production of herbs

Resource: The Encyclopedia of Organic Gardening, J.I. Rodale (editor)

Companion planting, like many other aspects of gardening, is an art that can be polished and
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refined each season. Check out Great Garden Companions by Sally Jean Cunningham for an
easy-to-use, practical gardening reference book with a plethora of information, from
techniques for beginning your first garden to the complexities of insect and plant
relationships. Also see Carrots Love Tomatoes by Louise Riotte, a classic guide to companion
planting, in print for over twenty-five years. There are unlimited choices and an abundance of
crop pairs that can assist you in finding that perfect balance of life in the living ecosystem
that is your garden.

Have fun and don't be afraid to mix apples with oranges.
Kelle Carter
Field Coordinator

Resources:

Cunningham, Sally Jean. 2000. Great Garden Companions. Emmaus, Pa.: Rodale Press.

Ellis, Barbara W., and Fern Marshall Bradley. 1992. The Organic Gardener's Handbook of
Natural Insect and Disease Control: A Complete Problem-Solving Guide to Keeping Your
Garden & Yard Healthy Without Chemicals. Emmaus, Pa.: Rodale Press.

Rodale, J.I., ed. 1978. The Encyclopedia of Organic Gardening. Emmaus, Pa.: Rodale Press.

Photo captions: (1) Chef Karen Todd and Emily Gatch harvest vegetables and edible
flowers from the companion plantings in the kitchen garden at the Seeds of Change
Research Farm. (2) Lettuce thrives under the shade of young sunflowers. (3) Nitrogen
Fixiing Papago Cow peas make a great companion planting with nitrogen hungry corn.
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